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Abstract 
Music programs across the country, particularly at the secondary level, are much smaller than 
should be expected. Large numbers of students (and adults, for that matter) report that they enjoy 
music and listen to it often for pleasure. Yet, in many high schools, less than a quarter of the 
school population participates in school music. Why is this so? Students in elementary schools 
are typically engaged in music study, either through general music classes and/or band or 
orchestra participation, but retention of students in secondary school music study is a problem. 
The purpose of this study was to examine the demographic factors that influence participation in 
instrumental music at the middle school level, namely socioeconomic status [SES] and race. This 
research was done using demographic information on the students enrolled in middle school 
band and orchestra classes in Lincoln Public Schools, a medium-sized school district located in 
Lincoln, Nebraska. This study used Pearson’s chi square test to measure the relationship between 
student retention and the selected demographic factors, as well as overall student retention from 
the sixth to seventh grade independent of any demographic factors. The statistical analysis 
showed no difference beyond what can be attributed to chance in overall student retention from 
sixth to seventh grade. However, statistically significant results did indicate that students of color 
and those of low SES (in this case, receiving free or reduced-price school lunches) were more 
likely to drop out of school music than what can be attributed to chance. 
 Keywords: music education, instrumental music, student retention 
  
RETENTION OF MIDDLE SCHOOL INSTRUMENTALISTS  3 
CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
The Problem 
Nearly all music educators agree that all students who participate in school music benefit 
from the experience. Music classes are beloved by many students; former music students will 
often name their music teachers as some of the most influential educators of their public-school 
career. Music study offers students a deeper look at who they are as human beings, is a source of 
enjoyment, and is a window to understanding the cultures of people around the world. Moreover, 
parents, administrators, politicians, and community members laud school music and its social 
benefits: the power of music to teach children about leadership, teamwork, and responsibility, for 
example. However, not all of today’s students are receiving the potential benefits of participation 
in music. Once all the students who decide to participate in school band, choir, or orchestra after 
completing their general music curriculum have enrolled, which students are missing? These 
students are the crux of this research. According to current music education literature, only about 
20% of today’s middle and high school students choose to participate in school music (Elpus & 
Abril, 2011, p. 128). What can music educators do to ensure that more elementary students go on 
into middle school musical ensembles? Moreover, once these students are enrolled, how can 
middle school teachers retain students in their classes? The goal of this research is to characterize 
the students who do not continue to enroll in school music experiences during the transition from 
elementary to middle school and identify strategies to keep these students involved in music 
education. 
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Research by Julie Lorah, Elizabeth Sanders, and Steven Morrison (2014) indicated a 22% 
music participation rate (percentage of students who participated in school band, choir, or 
orchestra) nationally for students from grades 8 through 12 and that 95% of US high schools 
have music participation rates between 7% and 39% (p. 239-240). This means there is almost no 
American high school where a majority of its students participate in music. Although there are 
few other school activities where one out of every five students participate, shouldn’t we expect 
much higher participation in an activity that many music educators insist is innately rewarding? 
Twenty-two percent is an egregiously low percentage for an activity with so much to offer 
students. 
This low participation, however, is not due to a lack of interest in music. The world of 
music outside of schools is thriving in this country: nearly everyone experiences, enjoys, and 
partakes in music in some way. However, when only 21% of students participate in school music 
ensembles, our profession must conclude that the success of music education is not proportionate 
the success of the musical world at large (Reimer, 2004, p. 34). The low number of students who 
participate in school music contrasts sharply with the number of students who are interested in 
music. The American Music Conference, as cited in Kelly (2016), found that 96% of high school 
students wanted to be able to read music and that 93% wanted to be able to play the music they 
read (p. 58). Furthermore, 91% of high school students wanted to be able to compose their own 
music. Clearly, despite the lagging participation rates of school music, music itself interests a 
supermajority of students. The problem of this thesis was to examine how many students of 
selected populations stop participating in school music, to hypothesize as to why they stopped 
participating, and to identify strategies to keep them involved in school music. 
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Purpose 
More specifically, the purpose of this study was to examine the effects of selected 
demographic variables (socioeconomic status [SES], ethnicity, and class type) on the retention of 
middle school students in school instrumental music performance classes.  
Research Questions 
The following research questions formed the framework for this study: 
(1) Does socioeconomic status (SES) make a statistically significant difference in the 
retention rate of middle school instrumentalists in school instrumental music performance 
classes? 
(2) Do middle school instrumental students of different ethnicities have statistically 
significantly different retention rates in school instrumental music performance classes? 
(3) Are there statistically significant differences between band and orchestra students in 
terms of retention from sixth to seventh grade instrumental performance classes? 
Definition of Terms 
Following is a list of terms used in this study and the definitions that were used: 
Middle school: The period of formal instruction between elementary school and high 
school. In Lincoln Public Schools, this period spans from sixth grade to eighth grade. 
Racial and ethnic categories used in this study, as recognized by the National Institute of 
Health (2015), include: 
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American Indian or Alaska Native: “A person having origins in any of the 
original peoples of North and South America (including Central America), and 
who maintains tribal affiliation or community attachment.” 
Asian: “A person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, 
Southeast Asia, or the Indian subcontinent including, for example, Cambodia, 
China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, 
and Vietnam.” 
Black or African American: “A person having origins in any of the black racial 
groups of Africa.” 
Hispanic or Latino: “A person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central 
American, or other Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race.” 
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander: “A person having origins in any of the 
original peoples of Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, or other Pacific Islands.” 
White: “A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, the 
Middle East, or North Africa.” 
Socioeconomic status: An indication of income, financial security, social status, and 
social class. It is a consistent indicator of many different outcomes across a student’s life, 
including educational achievement (American Psychological Association, 2018). 
Students of color: Any student who is not white; having origins outside of Europe, the 
Middle East, or North Africa (National Institutes of Health, 2015). 
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Delimitations 
All the students in this study were in sixth through eighth grade instrumental music 
classes in Lincoln Public Schools during the 2016-17 and 2017-18 school years. These students 
were all enrolled in one of the district’s twelve middle schools. Although the statistics used in 
this research are delimited to LPS, readers should be able to apply the findings and suggestions 
to other Midwest suburban school districts. 
Additionally, the data in the study is delimited to students who participated in 
instrumental music- band or strings- at their middle school. Choral music is excluded from the 
findings as are general music and nontraditional ensembles. It is not that retention rates of choral, 
general music, and non-traditional ensembles are not relevant to the problem at hand, but it is 
simply a matter of the data for these music classes were not available readily from LPS. 
Basic Assumptions 
Because students’ socioeconomic status (SES) could not be obtained directly from each 
family’s income range, it was assumed that receiving or not receiving free or reduced lunches, 
which is based on a family’s reported income from tax forms, would be an acceptable indicator 
of SES. Therefore, this study used receiving free or reduced-price school lunches as an indicator 
of low socioeconomic status and not receiving free or reduced lunches as an indicator of a higher 
SES. 
Theory 
The majority of middle school instrumentalists will likely be retained from grade six to 
grade seven. These students chose to continue in instrumental music as sixth graders, meaning 
that band students elected to enter a second year of instruction in sixth grade and string students 
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chose to enter a third. Once the students decided to continue across the transition from 
elementary to middle school, factors that were considerable when the student entered middle 
school, such as a new teacher or a different school environment, are largely negligible in the 
second year of middle school. 
Students of color are likely to drop out of participating in school music, leading to a 
music classroom that is not racially representative of the school population. Elpus and Abril 
(2011) found that white students were overrepresented in high school music classrooms 
nationally: they made up 62.3% of the overall population, but 65.7% of the population of music 
students (p. 135). This trend likely manifests in the middle school classroom as well, due to the 
lack of representation of people of color in classical music and the lack of diversity in repertoire 
of middle school instrumental performing ensembles. 
Students of a low socioeconomic status will also likely be underrepresented. According 
to Klinedinst (1991), student socioeconomic status is the highest predictor of middle school 
instrumental student retention (Klinedinst, as cited in Elpus & Abril, p. 129). Families of a low 
socioeconomic status will likely see performing music and membership in a performing 
ensemble as a frill and pull their students out of these classes when times are financially difficult. 
The expenses involved in instrument acquisition and maintenance, along with membership and 
uniform fees, are a major financial barrier to this population and likely result in a low rate of 
retention for these students. 
Related Literature 
In the article High School Music Ensemble Students in the United States: A Demographic 
Profile, Kenneth Elpus and Carlos Abril (2011) found that although white students make up 
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62.3% of the overall population of US high schoolers, they represent 65.7% of the students 
participating in school music ensembles (p. 135). Though the focus of this research is the 
transition from elementary to middle school, statistics about high school music enrollment are 
still useful in that high school music enrollment is a direct result of musical experiences in 
elementary and middle school. That white students are overrepresented in high school ensembles 
is a result of the recruitment and retention tactics of middle school music teachers and any slight 
differences in participation between the two levels likely show that middle school music is only 
slightly more inclusive than high school music. Few students begin instrumental music for the 
first time in middle school; and, unfortunately, many students choose not to continue their 
instrumental music participation. 
That white students are overrepresented is further exemplified by the lack of enrollment 
of students of racial minorities. Elpus and Abril (2011) also found that students of Hispanic 
descent, who represent 15.1% of the overall student body, are significantly underrepresented in 
today’s music classrooms. Hispanic students represent only 10.2% of high school music students 
(p. 135). Although the researchers found that black students are slightly overrepresented in the 
music classroom, this result was not found to be statistically significant and is likely too 
negligible to be the result of gross underrepresentation or other exclusive practices. (These 
students represent 15.2% of music students and 13.2% of the student body.) Despite the latter 
results, students of racial minorities are clearly not being represented in our current music 
education climate to the same degree that white students are. 
Socioeconomic status is as much a consideration in music student retention as race. 
Student whose families are in the highest socioeconomic quartile were extremely 
overrepresented in the music classroom at 32.2% (Elpus & Abril, 2011, p. 134). In contrast, 
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students of families in the lowest socioeconomic quartile are grossly underrepresented in music 
education: these students only made up 17% of high school music enrollment (p. 134). This is 
unacceptable, though not particularly surprising considering the expensive systematic barriers 
(such as participation and uniform fees) that prevent students from low income families from 
participating in music. Clearly, the current music education climate is not conducive to the 
inclusion of underprivileged students. 
Methodology 
Subjects 
This study was completed using demographic and enrollment data for middle school 
instrumental music students acquired from Dr. Lance Nielsen, music supervisor with LPS. The 
data utilized in the study were from the 2016-2017 and 2017-2018 school years. 
Personnel and Facilities 
The data were reported to the LPS Central Administrative Offices from eleven of the 
twelve middle schools in the district. (One middle school, opened for the first time in the 2017-
18 school year had to be eliminated from the study because the data from that school were not 
completely reported.) 
Materials 
The enrollment data obtained for this study included the title and identification numbers 
of each music course for which each student was registered, as well as the semester and year of 
registration. Demographic information obtained from the survey included the gender and 
ethnicity of each student. Additionally, the demographic information included data on whether or 
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not each student received free or reduced-price school lunches, received English language 
learner services, was identified as a gifted student, received special education services, and was a 
student of color.  
Procedure 
The data set utilized in the study was downloaded to an Excel spreadsheet and made 
ready for analysis by checking to see whether or not each school utilized the label “Instrumental 
6” to include or not include string students and by removing students whose data were not 
complete or simply missing altogether. The spreadsheet was then uploaded to IBM’s Statistical 
Packages for the Social Sciences (SPSS) for analysis. 
Data Analysis 
The data needed to answer the three research questions were then analyzed using 
Pearson’s chi square test as calculated by the SPSS software package.  
Need for the study 
Music is an important part of a well-rounded education for every student. A music 
education climate where only about one out of every five high school students participates in 
music is unacceptable and is detrimental to music education advocates’ fundamental notion that 
music is core subject. A subject so vital and fundamental to the human experience should include 
and engage a strong majority of today’s students.  
The lack of research on this subject further strengthens the need for this study. Teachers 
should be aware of the sub-populations that are and are not represented in their music classrooms 
and should be equipped to reach these students in their teacher training programs. That so few 
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students continue voluntarily into music and that little research has been done on student 
retention to date indicates a clear need for research on the issue as well. 
  
RETENTION OF MIDDLE SCHOOL INSTRUMENTALISTS  13 
 
CHAPTER TWO 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 Chapter Two of this study is devoted to reviewing the existing music education research 
on the topics of minority inclusion and representation and its relationship with student retention. 
The section begins with a call for a “diversified normality”, in which inclusion and 
representation of many different music cultures and traditions is the norm. The section then 
examines the existing research on including students of minorities and those of low SES. 
“Diversified Normality” 
The statistics presented in Chapter One beg the questions: Why do so many students opt 
out of participating in what most music teachers, as well as most music students and many 
parents, will agree is an innately rewarding experience? Is the current music education culture at 
fault for the loss of these students? What can teachers do to retain more of these students in the 
programs that we tout so highly? This chapter of the paper is devoted to analyzing the related 
literature on overall retention of middle school students, as well as the literature on retaining 
students of the specific demographics upon which this research focuses. 
Many observers have noted that the current system of music education lacks diversity. 
Considering that 90% of adults in America support the teaching of diversity in our schools, 
(Kelly, p. 10) it is worth considering how to further implement this ideal into the world of music 
education. A main goal for today’s music teachers, regardless of their subject area, must be what 
researchers Charles Carson and Maria Westvall (2016) have termed a “diversified normality”, in 
which the norms of the current music education climate are broadened to include a wide variety 
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of music styles from a variety of cultures, all taught and performed respectfully and 
authentically, rather than attempting to fit them into the existing understanding of music 
education (p. 37-38). An increase in cultural diversity will prove instrumental in keeping 
students involved in music throughout their public-school career, but it must be noted that 
teachers should diversify more than simply the cultures they represent in their instruction. This 
diversification, which can be applied to many aspects of the music education profession, is how 
today’s music teachers can broaden the education they provide to students. Music teachers must 
note that the Western, especially classical, tradition is only one among many equally valid and 
enriching musical experiences to which students should be exposed. In addition to many other 
benefits of cultural awareness and openness to diverse attitudes about music, the increased 
representation of other cultures and views of music will likely contribute to a higher rate of 
retention of students of racial minorities when entering middle school music programs, as well as 
attracting students who are interested in styles of music beyond the classical tradition, such as 
rock, pop, world, and others. 
One area that middle school music teachers should consider diversifying is the repertoire 
students study. Teaching a wide array of music through performing, listening, and responding is 
one area in which general music teachers excel. Many of the textbooks available to general 
music teachers, whether for use only by the teacher or given to students, include a diverse array 
of songs from many cultures, styles, and time periods. Particularly when teaching songs from 
foreign cultures, teachers must make a conscious effort to put the songs into context, an area 
where many general music teachers excel. Students should be aware of the cultural context and 
significance of the music they study and should learn about its performing forces: the 
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instruments and artists involved in making the music. General music classes, when taught 
properly, can be used as an archetype for diversified education. 
Does this diversity of repertoire, however, continue into the middle school years? 
Selection of repertoire is difficult to quantify, and little research has been devoted to studying the 
diversity of repertoire studied in middle and high school ensembles. It is clear to most observers, 
however, that today’s middle school, especially instrumental, performing ensembles place an 
emphasis on the classical tradition. Moreover, the lack of students of racial minorities in these 
programs suggests that these students’ cultures are not being adequately represented in the 
current music education climate. 
Performing music of cultural diversity is somewhat easier to implement in a choir setting 
than in instrumental, since the music of most world cultures is in the form of vocal music and 
folk tunes. Cultural diversity can, however, still be achieved in band and orchestra settings and 
overall diversity of style, context, and language. Many composers specialize in the arrangement 
of folk music of cultures around the world. Some specialize in one culture whereas others 
compose in the style and arrange the music of many different world cultures. Band music that 
represents world cultures is available from a variety of composers, such as Herbert Owen Reed, 
Alfred Reed, Robert W. Smith, and John Barnes Chance. Other composers are innovators that 
bring popular styles into the school music setting, such as Frank Ticheli, Michael Brown, and 
Paul Murtha. Regardless the composer, style, and culture being represented, band and orchestra 
arrangements must be authentic, thereby respectfully portraying the music culture. Music 
teachers should always remember that the goal is not simply to play the music of other cultures 
and styles, whereby seeming to offer a diverse education. The goal must be to engage students 
through exposure to the vast array of music performed, studied, and practiced in this world. 
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Teaching and performing a varied body of repertoire is a reliable method of reaching students 
who are less interested in the Western classical tradition involved and engaged in school music. 
Another, somewhat more fundamental, aspect of music education that teachers should 
consider diversifying is the range of instruments taught in schools. In general music, many 
students are introduced to wind instruments through study of the recorder, which provides young 
students a sturdy, low cost introduction to the woodwind family. Additionally, some schools are 
adding a ukulele component to their curriculum, which, in addition to introducing kids to the 
practice of string instruments, gives students the opportunity to play new styles of music, such as 
pop. These two musical experiences combine with an existing foundation of song, dance, and 
listening activities to provide kids a solid musical foundation and pave the way for students to 
continue school music through participation in band, orchestra, and choir.  
In most schools, however, the broad musical foundation taught in elementary school 
narrows considerably as students enter middle school. Western classical instruments can produce 
a wide range of beautiful and expressive musical possibilities, as clearly demonstrated through 
hundreds of years of music history. Respectable as they are, the world of music education must 
grapple with the fact that many students in today’s school are interested in making music, but are 
not attracted to woodwind, brass, or bowed string instruments. The limited range of instruments 
offered in schools may have influenced many students’ decision not to continue with music 
instruction after completing their required elementary school instruction. Schools do not need to 
offer every style of music, type of ensemble, or instrument in their curriculum, but teachers 
should be equipped to reach these students through the music that interests them. 
The solution for keeping students dropping music while entering middle school is likely 
offering more in depth general music classes and offering ensembles outside the traditional band, 
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orchestra, and choir canon. The diverse musical experience that students are offered in 
elementary school should not end when they enter middle school; if anything, it should broaden. 
Guitar ensembles, ukulele circles, jazz choirs, and even pop or rock groups should be included in 
today’s world of music education if we want to keep students involved. Moreover, teachers 
should be equipped to lead these musical experiences. Music educators should seek professional 
development experiences to equip them to teach instruments or styles that are unfamiliar to them. 
Eventually, teacher education programs should begin teaching these in addition to the traditional 
western classical music canon. As stated in Reimer’s Reconceiving the Standards and the School 
Music Program (2004): “Moving in the direction of diversity and openness can save our 
profession from the very real danger of becoming more irrelevant to the musical world 
surrounding us” (p. 34). Any and all effort invested into diversifying the musical experiences 
afforded to children and adolescents will pay great dividends by keeping instruction interesting 
and relevant for students. 
Including Racial Minority Students  
Including students of racial minorities in the classroom is a major consideration in 
today’s world of education and much research has been done in search of strategies for reaching 
a culturally diverse student body. As mentioned above, the heavy emphasis our current system of 
music education places on western, especially classical, music is likely a contributing factor: 
minority students do not feel that they have a place in a classroom that largely teaches the music 
of white, western European composers. Moreover, the music of these minority groups is 
frequently patronized or considered less relevant than western classically based music. Bridging 
the gap between a culturally unrepresentative curriculum and a diverse student body is the first 
step to keeping students of racial minorities in the music classroom. 
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Music education professionals should bear in mind that retaining minority groups in 
music education will be critical to retaining a student population at all in the near future. 
Although a narrow majority of students were white in 2014, (50.3% white and 49.7% of minority 
groups) by 2022, 45.3% of our students will be white and 54.7% of a minority (Kelly-McHale, 
2016). Though far from the only argument for meaningful inclusion, by working toward 
including these students in our pedagogical practices, we work toward ensuring a sizable 
population of music students. 
Including Students of Low Socioeconomic Status 
Students of impoverished or low-income families are another population that is largely 
underrepresented in today’s music classrooms. Like students of racial minorities, these students 
have much to gain from music education and teachers should work to overcome the challenges to 
including them meaningfully in the music classroom. 
Richard Klindedinst found in 1991 that a student’s socioeconomic status is the strongest 
predictor of whether a student will continue from elementary music into middle school music 
(Klinedinst, as cited in Elpus & Abril, p. 129). When one considers the requirements to 
participating in a middle school music class, the reasons for this correlation are clear. In middle 
school, students are expected to rent or possibly purchase their own instrument for performance 
in band or strings. Even if a student chooses to instead pursue vocal music, uniform fees can be a 
major barrier for a family struggling financially. Music educators must remember that 
impoverished families will likely see fees and expenses related to a school elective as optional 
and are likely to choose not to participate. 
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Additionally, schools of low socioeconomic status are the most likely to offer limited 
musical opportunities for students. Smith (1997, as cited in Elpus & Abril) found that low SES 
schools were the least likely to offer a string program. This is not to suggest that string music is 
necessary to keep kids involved in music, but it suggests that underfunded schools are the least 
likely to offer a diverse selection of ensembles for students to participate in. These schools 
therefore are most likely to have a limited ability to engage students through a diverse offering of 
musical ensembles. 
One of the most effective ways to prevent low income from being a barrier to musical 
participation is to provide assistance to students who need it. Equipment, such as instruments and 
uniforms, should be provided to students with need. Additionally, any programs that involve 
special fees required to participate in school music (such as uniform or participation fees) should 
have scholarships available for students in need. Without these scholarships for families lacking 
disposable income, music education is likely out of reach for many students. This is not typically 
a concern for elementary general music students whose participation is mandatory and to whom 
instruments are provided, but for students beginning middle school, the necessary self-
sufficiency can be a major barrier for students interested in learning to make music. 
Teachers looking to increase enrollment of low income students should carefully examine 
every aspect of their program that costs money, knowing that these will likely be considered 
expendable by a low-income family. Charging for concert admissions or end-of-the-year music 
banquets are likely a valuable income stream for music programs, but these seemingly innocuous 
expenses can be an impassible barrier to students and families struggling financially. Music 
teachers should consider converting as many expenses as possible to freewill donations to the 
program, rather than required, and therefore restrictive, expenses and fees.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
METHODOLOGY 
This chapter will present in more detail items considered when designing this descriptive study 
utilizing five traditional headings: subjects, personnel & facilities, materials, procedures, and 
data analysis. 
Subjects 
This study was completed using demographic and enrollment data for middle school 
instrumental music students acquired from Dr. Lance Nielsen, music supervisor with LPS. The 
data utilized in the study were from the 2016-2017 and 2017-2018 school years. 
Lincoln, Nebraska is a mid-sized city located in the Midwestern region of the United 
States. In 2017, the city had a population of 284,736, according to the United States Census 
Bureau (n.d.). The bureau also found that 85.3% of the city’s population was white only, 7.3% 
was Hispanic or Latino, 4.6% was Asian, 4.4% was black or African American, .6% was 
American Indian and Alaska Native, .1% was native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander, and 
3.3% of the population was of two or more races. Of the population aged 25 or older, 92.9% 
graduated from high school and 37.8% held a bachelor’s degree or higher (United States Census 
Bureau, n.d.). 
Lincoln Public Schools (LPS) is Lincoln’s citywide public-school district. At the 
beginning of the 2017-2018 school year, LPS had 18,712 students enrolled in its thirty-nine 
elementary schools, 8,238 enrolled in its twelve middle schools, and 12,136 enrolled in its six 
high schools for a total of 39,086 K-12 students enrolled in the district (Lincoln Public Schools, 
n.d.). During that school year, 67% of the district’s students were white, 13.5% were Hispanic or 
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Latino, 6.3% were black or African American, 4.6% were Asian, .6% were American Indian or 
Alaska Native, .1% were Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and 8% were of two or more 
races. Additionally, 38.2% of LPS students received free school lunches and 7.8% received 
reduced price school lunches that year, for a total of 46% of LPS students participating in the 
free and reduced-price school lunch program (Lincoln Public Schools, n.d.). 
Personnel and Facilities 
The data were reported to the LPS Central Administrative Offices from eleven of the 
twelve middle schools in the district. (One middle school, opened for the first time in the 2017-
18 school year had to be eliminated from the study because the data from that school were not 
completely reported.) 
String instruction in LPS begins in the fourth grade and band instruction begins in the 
fifth grade, both of which in the form of pull-out lessons, where students leave their normal 
classrooms to learn an instrument with the other students on the same instrument. Additionally, 
all LPS students receive mandatory general music instruction beginning in kindergarten. 
Beginning in the third grade, students may choose to participate in activities, such as children’s 
choir or Orff ensemble, to prepare them for a secondary ensemble experience. All students begin 
middle school in the sixth grade, at which point all students must decide if they will continue 
participating in school instrumental music in middle school. All sixth grade LPS students take a 
semester long general music class, which meets two to three times a week. 
Some middle school band and string teachers also teach elementary instrumental music, 
meaning that for many LPS students, the change in school does not include a change in music 
teacher. Other students will have a different middle school instrumental music teacher than they 
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did in the fourth or fifth grade. Instrumental music is still taught through the use of pull-out 
lessons in sixth grade, though weekly full band or orchestra rehearsals take place after school 
weekly. Most middle school strings classes are taught by teachers who specialize on string 
instruments beginning in seventh grade.  
Materials 
The enrollment data obtained for this study included the title and identification numbers 
of each music course for which each student was registered, as well as the semester and year of 
registration. Demographic information obtained from the survey included the gender and 
ethnicity of each student. Additionally, the demographic information included data on whether or 
not each student received free or reduced-price school lunches, received English language 
learner (ELL) services, was identified as a gifted student, received special education services, 
and was a student of color. These data were coded with a 0 to indicate “not” receiving 
(free/reduced lunch; ELL services, etc.) and a “1” to indicate the affirmative—receiving. 
The retention of LPS students who were indicated to be students of color and those that 
received free and reduced-price school lunches were topics of focus in this study. In addition to 
studying the overall retention of middle school instrumental students, these two populations were 
selected due to their expected lack of representation in music classes. 
The inclusion of students of color is extremely relevant to the current world of music 
education, especially its growing emphasis on teaching students from diverse backgrounds. 
Traditionally, music classes in America have focused on teaching the western classical tradition. 
Emphasis in these classes, especially middle and high school instrumental music classes, is 
generally placed on the music of composers of western European descent. Music of cultures 
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from around the world is generally excluded, much to the detriment of an increasingly diverse 
student body and globalized society. The exclusion of music from diverse cultures is mirrored in 
the lack of students from those cultures being represented in middle school instrumental 
ensembles, a critical issue for schools whose responsibility it is to prepare students to live and 
work in an increasingly diverse society.  
Students who meet federal requirements to receive free or reduced-price school lunches 
are also of interest to the world of music education due to their underrepresentation in the 
classroom. Factors such as trip or uniform fees can keep these low-income students from 
pursuing an education in music, limiting these students’ opportunities to learn and participate in 
music. How to keep students of color involved in the music classroom, thereby retaining the 
benefits an education in music has to offer, is a major focus of this study. 
Procedure 
The data set utilized in the study was downloaded to an Excel spreadsheet and made 
ready for analysis by checking to see whether or not each school utilized the label “Instrumental 
6” to include or not include string students and by removing students whose data were not 
complete or simply missing altogether.  
Some middle schools included the string students twice in the 6th grade census by 
reporting the students using the descriptor “INSTRUMENTAL 6” and “ORCHESTRA 6.” Some 
middle schools used the descriptor “INSTRUMENTAL 6” to indicate band students only and 
used “ORCHESTRA 6” to indicate that the student was playing a string instrument. Then there 
were some students who evidently moved into the district as 7th graders and had no sixth-grade 
record. These students had to be eliminated from the database.  
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After the data had been cleaned, a total of 963 subjects were included in the analysis of 
the research question dealing with the effect of SES on retention and the question pertaining to 
the effect of ethnicity on recruitment. A slightly lesser number of subjects (n = 650) were utilized 
in examining the effect of class type (band or orchestra) on retention. This was because two 
middle schools recorded all of their sixth graders under the heading “Instrumental 6,” thus 
making it impossible to differentiate string from band students. The “laundried” spreadsheet was 
then uploaded to IBM’s Statistical Packages for the Social Sciences (SPSS) for analysis. 
Data Analysis 
The data needed to answer the three research questions were then analyzed using Pearson’s chi 
square test as calculated by the SPSS software package. Chi square was the appropriate statistic 
to use when analyzing this data because the data set existed as categories (retained/not retained) 
rather than as continuous data for which a mean could be calculated. 
 Chi square is a statistical test used to measure the relationship between two variables, in 
this case, how whether a student is indicated as being a student of color or is indicated as 
receiving free or reduced-price school lunches is related to whether they continue participation in 
instrumental music classes from one year to another. The test will indicate whether there is 
enough of a difference in the number of students in categories, i.e., a difference between student 
retention and the two selected variables to suggest a statistically significant difference between 
the variables. This test was chosen because the chi square statistic can measure the statistical 
difference between the number of cases represented in categories, rather than being based on the 
statistical difference as expressed in means, a measure of central tendency. Whether or not there 
was a statistically significant difference between band and orchestra student retention was also 
explored using the chi square statistic.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 
The data set to be analyzed (N = 963 for research questions one and two; N = 650 for 
research question three) were uploaded to IBM’s SPSS software package, where Pearson’s chi 
square test was used to analyze the data. This chapter will report the contingency table and the 
independent-samples Pearson chi square test with a dichotomous response variable (retained/not 
retained) for each research question. 
Research Question 1: The Effect of SES on Retention 
In Table 1 below, the descriptive data are arranged in a 2 x 2 matrix (with Totals on the 
outside rows and columns): 
Table 1 
Contingency Table for SES x Retention 
 
Table 2 below shows the Pearson chi square analysis for the data in Table 1: 
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Table 2 
Two-Group Independent-Samples Pearson Chi Square Test for SES x Retention 
 
Research Question 2: The Effect of Ethnicity on Retention 
In Table 3 below, the descriptive data are arranged in a 7 x 2 matrix (with Totals on the 
outside rows and columns): 
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Table 3 
Contingency Table for Ethnicity X Retention 
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Table 4 below shows the Pearson chi square analysis for the data in Table 3: 
Table 4 
Seven-Group Independent-Samples Pearson Chi Square Test for Ethnicity X Retention 
 
Research Question 3: The Effect of Class Type on Retention 
In Table 5 below, the descriptive data are arranged in a 2 x 2 matrix (with Totals on the 
outside rows and columns): 
Table 5 
Contingency Table for Class Type X Retention 
Note: Students participating in sixth grade band were coded in the system as being enrolled in 
“INSTRUMENTAL 6”. 
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Table 6 below shows the Pearson chi square analysis for the data in Table 5: 
Table 6 
Two-Group Independent-Samples Pearson Chi Square Test for Class Type X Retention 
 
Summary 
Regarding the effect of SES on the retention of middle school instrumental students, the 
chi square statistic shows that there is a statistically significant difference between the retention 
numbers for high and low SES students—the high SES students are more likely to be retained. 
Likewise, the chi square statistic shows that there is a statistically significant difference between 
the retention rates of white students and students of color. The retention rate for band and 
orchestra students, however, is not statistically significantly different, as shown in Table 6.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Summary 
Purpose 
As noted in Chapter 1, the purpose of the study was to examine the effects of selected 
demographic variables (socioeconomic status [SES], ethnicity, and class type) on the retention of 
middle school students in school instrumental music performance classes. 
Research Questions 
To accomplish this intended purpose, the following research questions were explored: 
(1) Does socioeconomic status (SES) make a statistically significant difference in the 
retention rate of middle school instrumentalists in school instrumental music performance 
classes? 
(2) Do middle school instrumental students of different ethnicities have statistically 
significantly different retention rates in school instrumental music performance classes? 
(3) Are there statistically significant differences between band and orchestra students in 
terms of retention from sixth to seventh grade instrumental performance classes? 
Procedure 
The data set utilized in the study was downloaded to an Excel spreadsheet and made 
ready for analysis by checking to see whether or not each school utilized the label “Instrumental 
6” to include or not include string students and by removing students whose data were not 
RETENTION OF MIDDLE SCHOOL INSTRUMENTALISTS  31 
complete or simply missing altogether. The spreadsheet was then uploaded to IBM’s Statistical 
Packages for the Social Sciences (SPSS) for analysis. 
Results 
The analysis of the data yielded the following results: 
1. The answer to the first question is “yes,” retention is better for high SES middle school 
students compared to low SES middle school instrumental students, i.e., more high SES students 
continued than would be expected by chance and/or fewer low SES students continued than 
would be expected by chance. 
2. The answer to the second question is that ethnicity does influence retention, with white 
students more likely than expected by chance to continue, and/or other groups less likely than 
expected by chance to continue. 
3. Retention, however, does not appear to depend upon class type--band and orchestra 
students were equally likely to continue to play an instrument from sixth to seventh grade. 
Implications 
The data in this study did not indicate a statistically significantly different rate of 
retention between the sixth and seventh grade in band and orchestra; students in both ensembles 
were equally likely to continue their instruction despite their participation in different types of 
ensembles. This suggests that the commonly held belief that band students are more likely than 
string students to continue in music because they purchased their instruments may be false. The 
study did not find a significantly different rate of retention between the two groups beyond 
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which could be attributed to chance, suggesting that the purchase or rental of an instrument is not 
an indication of whether or not the student will continue to play it. 
However, any change to the current system of music education aiming to retain more 
students, whether intended to expand the musical offerings of schools to reach more students or 
by orienting pedagogical strategies in existing classes toward reaching students of specific 
underrepresented populations, has great potential to contribute to the diverse populations of 
today’s schools. Adding nontraditional ensembles, like guitar circles or popular music groups, to 
middle school instruction will likely increase the number of students interested in school music. 
Moreover, expanding the repertoire that students learn in the traditional band, orchestra, and 
choir settings should reflect a much larger plurality of styles and composers. In fact, Jacqueline 
Kelly-McHale (2016) suggested that teachers tailor the music curriculum, and by extension, the 
types of ensembles offered to the school’s demographic population. For example, a school with a 
large population of students with Mexican heritage may be able to boost music participation by 
offering an in-school mariachi band or guitar ensemble that performs authentic music of 
Mexican composers. Performing the music of composers of many backgrounds and ethnicities 
will diversify the musical offerings of these central ensembles and produce a group that is far 
more representative of its increasingly diverse student population. The increase in the number of 
students involved in music and the amount of diversity in the musical population these reforms 
may bring would make vast differences in individual music classrooms, in the schools that 
implement them, and the school community as a whole. 
In the music classroom, the few minority students that do already participate in music 
will likely feel more welcome in the music classroom. These students’ music cultures will be 
more represented in the curriculum and their peers will be more culturally diverse. Once these 
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students begin to feel more comfortable, they will attract other students of minorities into school 
music, further diversifying the experience for everyone involved and bringing the population of 
music students into closer alignment with the demographics of the school community. 
Furthermore, having students of a diverse array of racial makeup will likely impress upon the 
white, upper and middle-class English speaking students, that music is a universal pursuit. These 
are the students that are often successful in music and go on to become music teachers 
themselves. Having a diverse music classroom will communicate to everyone involved that 
music is for all. 
In the larger school community, the diversification of curriculum may influence the 
makeup of the students involved in music to become more representative of the overall school 
population. A music program that doesn’t reflect the demographics of the school reinforces the 
view that music, or at least school music, is not for everyone. By diversifying the student body 
that participates in school music, music will be seen increasingly as something in which 
everyone can participate. An added benefit of the changing demographics will lead to school 
administration seeing music instruction as something for everyone, rather than a frill or an 
activity for a select few. This will lead to music being increasingly accepted as an academic 
subject. Small positive changes in these demographics will likely lead the music program to 
grow exponentially over several years. 
Finally, a larger and more diversified population of music ensemble students will likely 
make advocacy for music education much easier and more effective (Reimer, 2004, p. 34). If 
music educators are to expect support from parents and the community at large, music programs 
should be diverse enough to represent the whole community. We must advocate so desperately in 
the present climate because of our unwillingness to discard the traditionally conventional, narrow 
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style of music education in which we were raised (Reimer, 2004, p. 34). A large and diverse 
music program will lead to a large population of supporters and will make the music program 
more effective for the entire community. 
Recommendations 
In the article Intercultural Approaches and “Diversified Normality” in Music Teacher 
Education: Reflections from Two Angles, Charles Carson and Maria Westvall use the term 
cultural comfort zone to refer to “a conceptual area that keeps difference at a distance and 
precludes meaningful engagement with worldviews that may run contrary to the hegemony” 
(Carson & Westvall, 2016, p. 39). For many teachers, the inclusion of students of cultural 
minorities in the music classroom lies beyond this comfort zone, as does the inclusion of students 
from families of low income as well as many other marginalized groups. To involve these 
students, music education must represent more than simply the school music model of the 
western European tradition in which nearly all public-school music teachers were raised. 
Including students of a wide variety of backgrounds and interests is truly the defining issue of the 
time; the challenge music educators therefore face is including music in the curriculum beyond 
the tradition in which they were raised and that which is most familiar to them and their peers 
(Carson & Westvall, 2016, p. 43). Remedying the underrepresentation of students of minorities 
and low socioeconomic status and broadening our collective cultural comfort zone will require 
overhaul at many levels of the current system of music education. 
At the collegiate level, music teacher candidates must have many opportunities to 
participate in non-traditional ensembles (Carson & Westvall, 2016, p. 44). Music teacher 
education students should be allowed (and encouraged) to perform in ensembles outside of the 
traditional band, orchestra, and choir canon. Performing in ensembles like popular music groups, 
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African drumming circles, Spanish guitar ensembles, blues groups, and gamelan ensembles 
would expand the cultural awareness of those seeking to enter the music profession. These 
ensembles, though already offered at some universities, cannot be limited to non-music majors. 
Further, the class schedules of music education students should not prohibit them from 
participating in these groups. These ensembles are widely marginalized in today’s music teacher 
education programs, and according to Carson and Westvall (2016), the “marginalization of non-
western musics in the curriculum is mirrored in the marginalization of these groups” in the 
public schools (p. 44). World music ensembles are a critical part of a pre-service music teacher’s 
training if they are to go on to cultivate diversity in the music classroom. Moreover, the audition 
required of prospective music teacher education majors should not be limited to classical band or 
string instruments or art song. Music teacher education programs should be open to candidates 
auditioning on more popularly accepted instruments, such as electric guitar, or even traditional 
instruments of many world cultures, such as the Chinese yangqin or Indian tabla. Because the 
best performers are not necessarily the best music teachers, collegiate music education programs 
should place less emphasis on the importance of the audition and more on the willingness of its 
candidates to learn and include (Reimer, 2004, p. 36). Starting at the highest level of the world of 
music education will lead to a “trickle down” of diversity into the K-12 system (Carson & 
Westvall, 2016, p. 44). Our profession must be willing to try new practices if we are to expand 
our cultural comfort zones. 
Students from a diverse array of backgrounds deserve to receive a quality education as 
much as those students in the majority. Meaningful inclusion of these students is critical to 
affording them the same level of education provided to white, upper class students. Moreover, a 
diverse music classroom is beneficial to students of all levels. Campbell and Scott-Kassner 
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(2014) say of general music classes: “The intent of multiethnic education is, in addition to the 
provision of a variety of musical experiences (singing, listening, moving, playing instruments, 
and creating), to offer children an understanding of how music reflects people’s lifestyles and 
ways of thinking across a diversity of cultural boundaries” (p. 383). This is the foundation of the 
philosophy of meaningful inclusion: a variety of musical experiences that benefits all students by 
providing children an understanding that music unites all and crosses all boundaries. 
The world of music education has plenty of potential for improvements in student 
retention in other areas beyond those explored in this study. Students enrolled in English 
Language Learner classes, for example, are often excluded from participation in musical 
ensembles due to language barriers or scheduling conflicts. Lorah, Sanders, and Morrison (2014) 
found that twelfth grade Spanish speaking ELL students participated in musical ensembles at 
half the rate of their non-ELL peers (p. 235), despite the potential social and linguistic benefits 
music participation offers these students. Additionally, students receiving special education 
services are often excluded from music ensembles at the middle and high school level. The social 
and educational benefits to these students is difficult to understate, though unfortunately, 
accommodations that would allow these students to participate in school music ensembles are 
too often withheld. Many student populations with much to gain from an education in music go 
needlessly underrepresented in music classrooms across the country, a topic to which future 
studies should be devoted. 
This research is not only about keeping students involved in school music, but also in 
creating equal opportunity for all students to participate in, contribute to, and have meaningful 
experiences in school music. All students are musical and able to have transformative 
experiences in the music classroom; as music educators, we must be the ones to ensure that this 
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happens. For music to truly be for all and to reach all students, it must be designed to engage and 
to represent the entire school’s population. Every increase in music student retention, however 
small, is an indication of the progress of music education in our society. 
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